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Abstract
This study used a mixed-methods approach to explore the perceptions of a heterogeneous sample of
75 police interviewers regarding their performance in a mock interview with a 57-year-old child.
Each officer recruited for this study was authorised to conduct investigative interviews with children.
Specifically, we explored how the officers’ perception of what makes a good interview differs
depending on their background experience and their (perceived and actual) ability to adhere to best-
practice interview guidelines. Overall, the officers’ perceptions of what constitutes an effective
interview were not entirely consistent with those held by experts in forensic interviewing. The majority
of the interviewers perceived that the locus of control in the interview rested primarily with the child
and/or the environmental setting. In contrast, experts tend to place the central onus of responsibility
for the outcome of an interview on the skill of the interviewer in using open-ended questions. Several
possible explanations for, and the implications of, these findings are discussed.
Keywords: Forensic interviewing, investigative interviewing, police interviewing, child witness
Introduction
The aim of any investigative interview with a witness is to elicit the most accurate and
detailed account of an alleged offence in a manner that does not place undue stress on the
interviewee (Milne & Bull, 1999). Maximising the quantity and quality of information
increases the likelihood of obtaining corroborative evidence to support the interviewee’s
account. Corroborative evidence, in turn, increases the likelihood that successful prosecu-
tion will result (Davis, Hoyano, Keenan, Maitland, & Morgan, 1999; Fisher, Geiselman, &
Raymond, 1987). While the outcome of any forensic interview with a child is determined by
numerous factors related to the interviewer, the interviewee and the interview context (see
Ceci, Powell, & Principe, 2002, for a review), it is generally acknowledged by experts that
the best predictor of a successful interview is the interviewer’s skill in maintaining open-
ended questions (see Milne & Bull, 1999, for a review). Indeed, the detrimental influences
of individual and contextual factors are minimised when interviews are conducted in an
open-ended manner. In other words, all witnesses (even those as young as 4 years of age)
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tend to provide accurate and elaborate information in response to broad open-ended
questions (Agnew & Powell, 2004; Ceci & Bruck, 1993; Powell, 2000).
An open-ended question is one that invites interviewees to choose and then freely
elaborate on their responses, without dictating what specific information is required (Poole
& Lamb, 1998; Wilson & Powell, 2001). Overall, there are several distinct benefits for using
open-ended questions as opposed to more focused questions. First, responses to open-
ended questions are usually more accurate than responses to specific or closed questions
(Lipton, 1977). The greater accuracy of open-ended questions may occur because the
resulting free narrative format allows the witness to use a more stringent metacognitive level
of control or because the retrieval process is less influenced by external contamination,
namely, the interviewer (Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005b). Second, specific questions
where responses generally require fewer words compared to open-ended questions can lead
interviewers to underestimate the witness’ language limitations, especially when the witness
adopts strategies to cover up language limitations (Snow & Powell, 2004). Third, open-
ended questioning which is conducted at the interviewee’s own pace, allows the interviewee
time to collect his or her thoughts and consequently promotes elaborate (more detailed)
memory retrieval. Excessive questioning  as opposed to asking fewer, but open-ended
questions  is distracting for witnesses because the questions redirect the witness’ attention
from searching internally through memory to focusing externally on the interviewer’s
questions (Broadbent, 1958; Kahneman, 1973).
Despite the fact that researchers have clearly delineated what constitutes ‘‘best practice’’
when conducting an investigative interview with a child witness, we currently have little data
on how police officers perceive and define a successful investigative interview with a child
witness. An understanding of police officers’ perceptions is an important consideration for
trainers and researchers who specialise in the investigative interviewing of children for two
reasons. First, an abundance of research conducted in the USA, Australia and Europe has
revealed that police interviewers ask relatively few open-ended questions in their
investigations (see Powell et al., 2005b for a review). Typically, open-ended questions
account for less than 25% of all question types asked in police interviews involving child
witnesses (Aldridge & Cameron, 1999; Cederborg, Orbach, Sternberg, & Lamb, 2000;
Sternberg, Lamb, Orbach, Esplin, & Mitchell, 2001). The ideal is three times that amount
(Wilson & Powell, 2001).
Second, recent research suggests that police officers’ perceptions of what constitutes a
‘‘good’’ investigative interview with a child witness may be incongruent with that of experts
(Wright & Powell, in press; Wright, Powell, & Ridge, 2006). For example, Wright et al.
(2006) conducted individual in-depth interviews with a diverse group of 25 police officers
(from three separate jurisdictions in Australia) to identify the ‘‘challenges’’ commonly
associated with working in the area of child abuse investigation. Interestingly, forensic
interviewing of children was not identified as a major work challenge. This prompted
Wright and Powell (in press) to probe more specifically (with the same group of officers)
about how an ‘‘expert forensic interviewer’’ of a child witness is defined. Interestingly, the
characteristics most commonly perceived to be important were personal in nature (i.e.
associated with certain personality traits) as opposed to an interviewers’ ability to utilise
open-ended questions. If the perceptions of the police officers in Wright and Powell’s
(in press) study prove to be generalisable or representative, this could explain (albeit in
part) the widespread difficulty police officers have in adhering to best-practice interview
guidelines.
396 R. Wright et al.
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Specifically, the current study aimed to extend the previous work by exploring the
perceptions of a large, heterogeneous sample of Australian police interviewers (all child
abuse investigators) about what constitutes ‘‘best practice’’ in interviewing child witnesses.
Each officer was individually invited to provide a confidential written evaluation of his/her
performance in a mock interview conducted immediately earlier with a 57-year-old child.
Importantly, the current study adopted several design elements that were intended to
maximise the usefulness and reliability of the results. First, unlike the two previous studies
(Wright & Powell, in press; Wright et al., 2006) which used in-depth interviews to probe
police officers’ opinions directly, the current study provided an indirect examination of
police officers’ perceptions about the interview process through the use of a confidential
written evaluation. This approach was designed to capture the officers’ ‘‘in-the-moment’’
reflections about a specific interview as opposed to perceptions about their interview
performance in general. Second, although the written evaluations elicited less detailed
responses (compared with what can be achieved through in-depth interviewing), the format
enabled the recruitment of a large number of police officers. The large sample size and the
mixture of qualitative and quantitative measures of officers’ performance enabled
comparisons to be made across sub-groups of investigative interviewers. Importantly, the
mock interview paradigm used to measure the officer’s performance was one that
minimised (as much as possible) the influence of extraneous or contextual factors. The
event being recalled, the time delay and the age of the child were controlled as much as
possible to ensure that the ‘‘actual’’ measure of performance allowed meaningful
comparisons to be made among individuals.
Method
Participants
The police officers were recruited through letters sent to senior members of the Sexual
Offences and Child Abuse Units at a Law Enforcement State Agency in an eastern
Australian jurisdiction.1 After expressions of interest were gathered, the officers were
individually invited by their superiors to partake in this study. A convenient time to
undertake the mock interview was then scheduled. The initial sample included 94 police
officers, however, 19 officers were unable to attend the scheduled mock interview due to
unexpected job commitments (e.g. court appearances) and illness. The final sample
consisted of 44 female and 31 male police officers, all of whom had completed a course in
eliciting videotaped and audiotaped statements from children. The final sample of officers
comprised a demographically diverse group of police interviewers, consisting of approxi-
mately one-third of all police officers authorised in this state to investigate allegations of
child abuse. Nearly half the officers had more than 1 years’ experience as a child abuse
investigator, and the ranks of the officers varied from Constable through to Senior Sergeant
(86% were senior constable level). Furthermore, the location of the officers varied among
the group; approximately 60% were based in the metropolitan area, and the remaining
sample was spread among large and small rural centres throughout the jurisdiction. The
inclusion of a diverse sample of officers allowed the researchers to investigate whether
background demographic variables play a role in mediating the officers’ self-perceptions of
their interviewing performance.
The child participants were recruited through letters to parents that were distributed in
11 primary (elementary) schools across the state. The large number of schools was needed
so that the officers could conduct the interviews in their local areas. All children who were
Child witnesses 397
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granted parental consent to participate were included in a pool of possible participants
provided they had no significant language or learning difficulties (as determined by the
regular teacher). The final sample (a random selection of children from the initial pool)
consisted of 75 children aged 57 years (M age/6 years, 1 months; SD/7.48 months, age
range/5 years, 2 months to 7 years, 9 months).
Procedure
Approximately 1 week prior to the interview each officer was sent instructions regarding the
visit they would make to the child’s school. Similar to the process of what occurs in the field,
the officers were given a range of background details about the event and certain ‘‘points of
proof’’ that needed to be elicited (e.g. person, details, acts). The officers were instructed
that their task was to elicit as accurate and detailed an account of the event as possible,
using the techniques they would normally use to interview a child in the field. Note that the
children were also fully briefed prior to the interviews. It was made very clear that they were
not in any trouble; the purpose of the task was merely to give police officers practice in
talking to children. However, the children were not informed that they would be
interviewed about the staged event (referred to as the ‘‘Deakin Activities’’).
A research assistant administered the staged event in the children’s classrooms 1 week
prior to the interviews. The event consisted of two of three possible activities (i.e. listening
to a story about the adventures of an elephant who wanted to get married, interacting with a
koala puppet, and receiving a sticker surprise hidden somewhere within the children’s
classroom). This event was selected because it had been used effectively in several previous
studies on children’s testimony (see Powell, Jones, & Campbell, 2003). Each officer
conducted one interview (each with a different child). All of the interviews were held
individually in a different room to the one in which the event took place. During each
interview, a research assistant knocked on the door after 15 minutes, to indicate that the
interviewer only had 2 minutes remaining in which to finish the interview. The police
officers were instructed to limit the rapport-building period to 2 minutes before moving
onto the substantive phase of the interview.
Several steps were taken to minimise the likelihood that the officers would obtain
information about the event (apart from that provided by the researcher) prior to
conducting the interview. First, the officers were asked not to discuss the details of their
interview with their colleagues. Second, interviewers from the same police station or unit
were scheduled to do their interviews consecutively on the same day. Third, a research
assistant (rather than the officer) led the child to and from the interview room to ensure that
the officer did not receive any information from the child prior to conducting the interview.
Finally, the officers were informed that children from the same school may have
experienced different events. The two precise activities that made up the event varied
within and across schools so that the officers would not know the precise activities that
occurred (i.e. they were clearly informed that the event varied among children).
Immediately following the interview, the officers were asked to complete a written
evaluation of their own performance in response to the following prompt: ‘‘We would like
you to reflect for a few minutes on your performance when interviewing the child about the
Deakin Activities. How do you feel the interview went? Please provide as much detail as
possible’’. One blank (lined) A4 page was available for the officers to write their responses,
however they were informed that they were not restricted to one page and additional paper
was available if needed. Subsequently, the officers provided a quantitative evaluation using a
scale from 1 (very poor) to 10 (excellent) of their performance in the mock interview as well
398 R. Wright et al.
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as in the field. Importantly, the evaluation occurred directly following the mock interview to
capture officers’ reflections and thought processes while they were still fresh. The written
method was designed to reduce any intimidation (i.e. the officers’ responses were provided
anonymously and discretely) and to increase the reliability of the findings because it was
made clear that the responses would be treated as confidential (only group results would be
reported).
Analysis
The mock interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim for coding. An objective
measure of each interviewer’s performance was calculated by tallying the number of open-
ended questions per interview. Open-ended questions referred to questions that were
designed to elicit an account of the event in the child’s own words, without dictating what
information the child needed to report (e.g. ‘‘You mentioned you saw a koala. Tell me
everything that happened’’). Inter-rater reliability, calculated as agreements/(agreements/
disagreements) on 20% of the transcripts was 90%.
The qualitative data obtained from the written self-evaluation component was analysed in
accordance with the principles of grounded theory. Grounded theory is a research tradition
which aims to generate a theory or explanation relating to a particular situation or
phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). The identification of themes which are ‘‘grounded’’ in the
data are extrapolated through methodical coding processes such as open coding (Browne &
Sullivan, 1999). Open coding (used in the current study) refers to the breaking down of a
data set into discrete units which are closely examined and compared for similarities and
differences. This process was facilitated by the use of N6, a qualitative software package,
which assists in the effective management and retrieval of individual themes across an entire
data set.
In the current study, each hand-written self-evaluation questionnaire was transcribed into
an electronic copy so that these could be entered into the N6 software environment. Data
analysis commenced with the primary researcher actively reading each of the transcripts
several times in order to identify and understand the range of issues addressed by the
participating officers (Dey, 1993). A coding protocol was subsequently developed in order
to classify the participants’ responses into themes. For example, all of the participants’
responses that referred to their questioning style during the mock interview were coded as
‘‘interviewer techniques  types of questions asked’’. Once the data set had been broken
down into discrete units, recurring themes were identified. Given the large sample of police
officers that partook in the current study and the nature of the written descriptions given by
the officers (i.e. the descriptions were usually succinct and qualitatively similar in content),
frequency counts are provided in addition to descriptions of the officers’ responses.
Results
The main focus of this paper is on the police officers’ perceptions of their interviewing
performance and the factors that influenced their performance. However, several
descriptive quantitative analyses are presented initially, to provide a sense of the officers’
perceived and actual performance in the mock interview.
Child witnesses 399
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Quantitative examination of interviewing performance
An analysis of the total proportion of questions asked in the mock interview revealed that
there was wide variability in the ‘‘actual’’ interviewing performance of the police officers
involved in the current study. The proportion of open-ended questions ranged from 6% to
79% (M/0.38, SD/0.17). Despite this variability in performance, there was little
variation in perceived performance, which tended to fall in the mid-range (M/5.89,
SD/1.43). Furthermore, the officers’ performance in the field was usually ranked as
significantly better than their performance in the mock interview (M/6.95, SD/1.14 and
M/5.89, SD/1.43, respectively, t(74)//6.98, pB/0.000). Interestingly, there was no
significant correlation between the officers’ proportion of open-ended questions and their
self-rating of their own performance in the mock interview (r/0.04, p/0.76).
Qualitative examination of interviewers’ self-perceptions
The analyses of the officers’ written evaluations of their own interviewing performance
revealed an overriding theme. That is, the officers (92%) equated the outcome of the
interview with the ease to which the child talked about the event. In other words, officers
either felt that the interview ‘‘went well because the child talked’’ or it ‘‘did not go well
because the child was not a talker’’. Examples of comments depicting this theme include:
‘‘Generally the success of an interview can be determined by the person we are speaking
to. In this case, I had to rely on the ability of a 5-year-old child to remember events that
happened a week ago’’ (female Senior Constable)
‘‘The interview was a disaster because the child was not able to or would not remember
what had happened’’ (female Senior Constable)
‘‘Overall I think my interview went very well. It certainly helps that my witness was
confident and talkative’’ (male Senior Constable)
A range of contextual factors was perceived to impact this outcome. These included time
limitations, the interview environment and the fact that the interview was about a relatively
non-salient event.
The perceived importance of the role of the child in the interview process was portrayed
in a number of ways. First, a high proportion of the officers (84%) directly referred to the
child’s ability, personality or willingness to be involved in the interview when evaluating
their own performance as an interviewer. Second, references to the child constituted 49% of
all the opening statements in their evaluations, which indicated that the child played a
particularly salient role. Third, the nature and salience of any references to the child did not
appear to differ depending on the personal characteristics of the interviewer. The
evaluations were qualitatively similar irrespective of the officer’s gender, location, training,
and irrespective of their perceived and actual performance in the mock interview. Indeed, a
focus on the child was evident even among those officers whose actual or perceived
performance was exceptionally high compared to their peers.
While there was an overriding tendency for officers to attribute primary responsibility for
the interview to the child, a large proportion of the officers (45%) did refer to the nature of
the questions they used when evaluating their interview. When the impact of the
questioning techniques was raised, however, the officers tended to refer to their use of
400 R. Wright et al.
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leading or closed questions (19% and 21% of officers commented on these, respectively).
Further, they tended to raise leading or closed questions in the context of justifying their use
(i.e. because the child was not forthcoming).
‘‘[Child’s name] could remember the Deakin Activities but I found it difficult to get the
information out of her without asking direct questions’’ (female Senior Constable)
‘‘I felt I had to be leading in regards to the story as the child had no memory of this’’
(female Senior Constable)
‘‘I knew that I shouldn’t be asking closed questions however I felt no alternative when the
child did not respond to my initial open question’’ (male Sergeant)
Particular reference to the use of open-ended questions was relatively low, with only 8% of
the officers mentioning the term ‘‘open-ended’’. Interestingly, all of the officers who used
this term were those who had completed training within the previous 12 months. In the
jurisdiction where the current officers were recruited, police training programmes in
interviewing children focus primarily on the use and importance of open-ended questions.
Discussion
There was a simple, yet strong overriding theme to emerge from this study. That is, the
majority of interviewers in this study perceived that the locus of control in the interview
rested primarily with the child and/or the environmental setting and that the success of the
interview was measured in terms of whether or not the child talked freely. While the
individual officers’ perceptions about the level of detail provided by their child (relative to
other interviews) may well have been accurate,2 this does not alter the fact that their
‘‘benchmark’’ of a good interview was dictated by the amount of evidence elicited from the
witness as opposed to the questions used to elicit the evidence.
The lack of emphasis of the importance of the interviewer’s questioning is consistent with
prior research that has utilised in-depth interviews to elicit officers’ perceptions of their
interviewing practice in general (Wright & Powell, in press; Wright et al., 2006). The only
inconsistency between the findings of this study and previous work is that in the previous
study by Wright et al. (in press) the personal qualities of the interviewer (e.g. being relaxed,
warm, easy going) were emphasised, whereas in this study the focus was on the child’s
abilities. This difference could be accounted for by the different methodologies. In the
current study, the evaluations focused on what makes a good interview as opposed to a good
interviewer , and the specific interviews that were being evaluated were innocuous in nature
and thus there was unlikely to be any motivational reason for the children not to disclose.
Perhaps interviewer characteristics (those qualities that are important in establishing a
relationship with the child based on trust) are weighted more heavily in the field compared
to innocuous (mock) interviews. Nonetheless, the research consistently points to the fact
that open-ended questions are undervalued. In direct contrast, experts maintain that a
successful interview is one where the interviewer maintains the use of open-ended questions
(Poole & Lamb, 1998). This is because the accuracy of the information obtained is an
important consideration in forensic interviews and highly accurate information is usually
facilitated by the use of open-ended questions, which is the responsibility of the interviewer
(Poole & Lamb, 1998; Wilson & Powell, 2001).
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There are several possible explanations why the officers’ perceptions were discrepant with
that of experts. From a social psychology perspective, it could be argued that the responses
reflect a natural tendency of individuals to be defensive when they fear they have not lived
up to the expectations of their assessors (Argyris, 1991). Indeed, the officers rated their
performance in the field higher, which is consistent with the fact they knew their
performance was being evaluated and that they were defending their pride. However, this
cannot fully explain why the locus of control tended to rest primarily with the child. The
nature of the officers’ responses was consistent irrespective of how highly their own
performance was rated. Even those ‘‘outliers’’ who rated their performance as exceptionally
high in the mock interviews (i.e. had no reason to be defensive) attributed their success to
external factors. Further, even if the officers did behave defensively because they were
concerned about meeting their assessors’ expectations, one would expect more reference to
open-ended questions.
One feasible explanation why the officers neglected to acknowledge the importance of
open-ended questions is that the use of such questions does not constitute an effective
‘‘yardstick’’ for evaluating their performance. Consistent with past research (e.g. Berliner &
Lieb, 2001; Bull & Milne, 2004), the interviewers in this study had difficulty monitoring
whether they were performing well, which is not surprising given that forensic interviewing
is such a cognitively challenging skill. If interviewers were unable to monitor their own
questioning during an interview, they would have been forced to use some other criteria to
measure their performance such as the amount of evidence provided by the witness.
In addition, it is possible that the officers did not acknowledge the importance of open-
ended questions because their use of such questions is not being monitored or reinforced in
the field. Prior research has shown that police organisations place little value on formal
training compared with actual field experience (Cioccarelli, 1989). Indeed, police
interviewers emphasise the integral role of colleagues and superiors in providing an
exemplar for interviewing children (Wright et al., in press). However, difficulties in
adhering to open-ended questions is a global problem among all forensic professionals
(Mildren, 1997; Powell, Fisher, & Hughes-Scholes, 2005a, Powell & Lancaster, 2003).
A lack of good ‘‘role models’’ and quality supervision in forensic interviewing could explain
(at least in part) the apparent low importance of these questions in determining the
outcome of an interview.
The current paper makes an important contribution to the literature because it provided
a qualitative examination of how police officers measure the success of an interview with a
child and the attributions of responsibility for the outcome of these interviews. Most of the
prior work on interviewer performance had merely depicted the inconsistencies between
interviewers’ and experts’ quantitative examinations. This study provided empirical support
for the speculation made by some trainers that difficulties in adhering to best-practice
guidelines are due (albeit in part) to the fact that ‘‘best-practice’’ guidelines in forensic
interviewing are not well understood and reinforced (Powell, 2002; Westcott & Kynan, in
press).
As with most exploratory work, this study has raised many important questions that need
to be followed up in future research. For example, are interviewers’ discordant perceptions
about what constitutes a good forensic interview responsible (at least in part) for their
inability to utilise and self-monitor open-ended questioning techniques? What changes
(individual, organisational or cultural) are needed to enable interviewers’ beliefs to be more
aligned with that of experts? to what degree are officers’ perceptions of, and behaviour in
mock interviews similar to that in the field? Given the paucity of scientific research to guide
402 R. Wright et al.
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the development of training programmes in investigative interviewing, further research in
this important area is clearly warranted.
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Notes
1 Note that specific details regarding the participating organisation are omitted to maintain anonymity.
2 A supplementary analysis was performed whereby interviews were divided into three groups. Group A contained
those interviews where the child was described as performing well (n/34). Group B contained those where the
child was described as not performing well (n/12) and Group C contained those interviews where no specific
tone in relation to the child’s performance was discernible (n/29). A t- test revealed that for those interviews in
Group A, the number of event-related details elicited by the interviewer (M/6.88, SD/3.24) was significantly
higher than for those interviews in Group C (M/4.17, SD/3.41, t (44)/2.47, pB/0.05). This was found
irrespective of whether the analysis was performed on the number of pre-determined event details recalled by the
child or the number of event-related words.
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